well understood by nineteenth-century American culture. Their poems were excerptable and, thus, became widely known, partly because they were exponents of a conservative worldview meant to instruct its readership. They also assume the supposed transparency between nature and spiritual life that sometimes amused ELIZABETH A. PETRINO
Late Bloomer: The Gentian as Sign or Symbol in the Work of Dickinson and Her Contemporaries
and sometimes troubled the more original Dickinson. I believe her use of flowers was more fluid, flexible, and dynamic than the received tradition of religious and spiritual literature allowed. 2 Her botanical reading illustrates how she veered away from the age's religiocentrism, with its a�endant a�itudes toward gender.
Among the many flowers to which she refers, the gentian seems a literary one: not mentioned in the Bible, it gathered cultural significance through literary use. In several poems alluding to this late summer to early fall flower, Dickinson portrays herself as an artist who writes under extreme conditions. Her choice of the gentian is especially intriguing when one considers that she was actively compiling her poems into notebooks during the period when several of these lyrics were wri�en. Beginning around 1858 and ending around 1863 or 1864, Dickinson transcribed her poems, including three on the gentian, into manuscript books and later on sets of loose sheets until about 1877, when she gave up the practice altogether. Placed prominently at the beginning of her first fascicle, two poems, "The Gentian weaves her fringes" (Fr21) and "Distrustful of the gentian" (Fr26) raise interesting questions about the status, as Mary Loeffelholz observes, of "the book and bookmaking" (61). 3 Immersed in the selecting and ordering of her poems,
Dickinson might have adopted the gentian, a late-blooming flower, to comment on her literary peers and as a metaphor for her own evolving literary career. Her early botanical education at Mount Holyoke Seminary encouraged close observation of nature and offered an important type of artistic production outside publication -namely, herbaria. Dickinson's awareness of the intimate connection between women and flowers began early with her studies in botany and the construction of her extant herbarium. Whereas for her poetic contemporaries, like Bryant and Whi�ier, the gentian symbolized the humility that would lead to spiritual ascent, Dickinson viewed the flower, which had accrued meaning through its literary use, from a naturalist's eye. Persisting when other flowers are gone, the late-blooming gentian served as a metaphor for her entire poetic career -like the flower, she was willing, to paraphrase Bryant in "To the Fringed Gentian," to "wait late and come then "fastened to a sheet of firm white paper . . . either by glue or with loops of paper of the same kind, or they may be stitched to the paper with a fine needle" (120).
Indeed, he advises the reader to categorize the specimens, and "Thus arranged, the orders are to be laid away upon the shelves of a cabinet, or packed in a chest" (120). Could Dickinson have had the hortus siccus in mind when she prepared her fascicles, with their orderly arrangement? Might she have considered Wood's injunction to arrange the flowers either "fastened to a sheet of firm white paper" or "stitched to the paper with a fine needle" in selecting and preserving her poems, which were then laid away in her bureau drawer?
Lincoln provides another striking parallel between poetry and material objects in her assertion that a study of nature leads to a greater appreciation of spiritual life. She instructs the reader to procure a blank book for preserving dried specimens and to affix the flowers to the paper with glue or by loops cut through the paper, offering further advice about the book's appearance ("white paper gives the plants a more showy appearance"), size ("A quarto size is more convenient than a larger one"), and design ("By the sides of the plants should be wri�en the class, order, generic, and specific name" [43] ). Dickinson might have drawn the idea of presenting her poems as floral "specimens" or including found objects in her letters from Lincoln and Wood -especially her habit of interlacing a ribbon through stationery to hold a flower or leaf. 6 In writing to Abiah Root in 1845, she sends a geranium leaf for her to press and asks, "Have you made you an herbarium yet?
I hope you will if you have not, it would be such a treasure to you" (L6). Later, in 1853, she writes to her friend Henry Emmons in response to a previous le�er, referring to his "beautiful acknowledgment, far brighter than my flowers; and while with pleasure I lend you the li�le manuscript, I shall beg leave to claim it, when you again return" (L121). Since the two had exchanged books on occasion, she might have presented him with a grouping of poems -"flowers" -in manuscript and notes in a previous le�er that she "arranged" for him (L119). Whether or not the poems were assembled as a book, the poet's early intention to give order and design to her work is evident in her assembling of poems for his perusal. creator who designed the universe with an orderly plan and endowed human beings with rationality; although some are blind to its meanings, others will recognize its spiritual design. "The study of Botany," she concludes, "naturally leads to a greater love and reverence for the Deity" (14). Lincoln betrays a missionary zeal:
"The Deity has not only placed before us an almost infinite variety of objects; but he has given to our minds the power of reducing the natural world into classes, so as to form beautiful and regular systems, by which we can comprehend, under a few terms, this vast number of individual things, which, without a system, would present to our bewildered minds a confused and indiscriminate mass" (11). As is evident from her dedication of the volume to her mother, for whom the world "has almost vanished from her sight in the brighter visions of eternity" (iii), Lincoln believes that studying plants will lead her primarily female readers to accept a Placing herself among those of the "glad Belles le�res" (Fr179, line 17) who observe rather than dissect nature, she assumes a lowly role as a poet who will admire creation and divinity as scientists continue to compartmentalize it.
Lincoln frequently makes asides that praise botany as a field of study for, and as part of, the socialization of elite young women. She encourages them to search for plants "as a healthful and agreeable exercise," even though she enjoins them to leave more obscure samples to be retrieved by the "hardier sex." They should "be content to obtain specimens, without seeing them in their native wilds" (44).
On the other hand, observing creatures outside of their natural se�ing implies a search for an invisible essence, not available to the eyes alone. For Lincoln, botanical study strengthens the mind's ability to discern meanings, including those not based on mere physical evidence: "you will find your minds gradually strengthened, and more competent to compare and judge in abstract studies, where the subjects of investigation are in the mind only, and cannot, like the plants, be looked at with the eyes, and handled with the hands" (45).
While she rejected the proper social behavior in which these botanical treatises instructed women, Dickinson adapted their lessons about the natural world to comment acutely on the absence of her family and friends. Much as the words culture and cultivation refer to the language of self-improvement as well as the management of plants, Domhnall Mitchell argues that Dickinson viewed gardening as a distinctly feminine task and part of the leisured life to which she was heir (113). Indeed, presenting flowers and books about flowers to another person forms a "shared culture of exchange" (112), especially among women, and several of the features that allowed Dickinson to participate in this culture are her literacy, her comparative leisure, and the effects of technology, such as the Franklin stove that allowed her to grow houseplants, a fairly recent nineteenth-century innovation.
Dickinson referred frequently to flowers in her le�ers, o�en facetiously relating them to the absence of a loved one, and took great pride in her garden. In an 1851
le�er remonstrating with her brother Austin for his absence from home, she notes how lonely his room is and jokes, "I am going to set out Crickets as soon as I find time that they by their shrill singing shall help disperse the gloom -will they grow if I transplant them?" (L 43). Her comment self-consciously calls a�ention to his absence -as the crickets sing, the absence is less evident. At the same time, she wi�ily would like to bring the natural world into Austin's room and imaginatively transforms the insects into plants, which might multiply to allay her loneliness.
She ironically deploys flowers, insects, and other natural creatures to express her wish that she could control life as she would hope to plant and tend a garden -another aspect of her middle-class sensibility.
In her discussion of Dickinson's herbarium, now preserved at the Hough- As an emblem, the modest, self-effacing gentian evolves over the course of the poem from a "token" of the "inward grace" of those "sweet souls" who hide their inner beauty to a "half-immortal" flower, which instructs the speaker in Christian values. He imagines that an "Eternal Eye" looking inside more truly than the gen-tian might understand the reasons for human beings' hidden natures be�er than we can.
Dickinson returned several times to this flower and its tendency to symbolize female humility and spiritual revelation. Parched, pressed, dried, their perfume extracted, and laid away in "Lady's Drawer" (Fr772, line 6), flowers suggest female bodies and their dress as well as acting as symbols of human mortality.
Writing in 1859 to Dr. and Mrs. J. G. Holland, who had visited Amherst for a meeting of the American Association for the Advancement of Science, Dickinson dramatizes the impact of their absence through the analogy of flowers:
The gentian is a greedy flower, and overtakes us all. Indeed, this world is short, and I wish, until I tremble, to touch the ones I love before the hills are red -are gray -are white -are "born again"! If we knew how deep the crocus lay, we never should let go. Still, crocuses stud many mounds whose gardeners till in anguish some tiny, vanished bulb. (L207)
A tour de force, this le�er wi�ily expresses her desire to displace the actual culprit -time -with the gentian, and then anticipates and reconciles the absence of her friends as part of a natural cycle through the analogy to flowers. As a harbinger of the fall, the gentian reminds the speaker of the inevitable decline of life. Her a�achment to her friends -captured in the fervent desire to "touch" them "until I tremble" -is evident, as she anticipates the fields changing colors in autumn and winter. She fantasizes about their disappearance in the earth, much as the "crocus" is planted in fall and reappears every spring. The Calvinist language of death and redemption -the fields are "born again," and their gardeners till them "in anguish" till the "vanished" reappears -aptly sums up the fear inherent in the speaker's wish to believe in the resurrection. As we saw earlier in her le�er to Austin, however, her appeal to her friends operates through a power fantasy that allows the speaker imaginatively to detach from a situation over which she has no real control. Whereas Bryant and Whi�ier assume the gentian as a spiritual guide,
Dickinson aligns the flower with the passage of time that she cannot fully reconcile with the promise of salvation.
In "It will be Summer -eventually" (Fr374), Dickinson archly comments on the promise of salvation by aligning the appearance of flowers, their "everlasting fashion," with the certainty of an a�erlife. Having addressed another shorter version of the poem to Samuel Bowles in 1862, Dickinson copied the poem into fascicle 18 with other poems that dispute salvation.
Gentians" (which appears twice in her poems) underscores her apparent faith, she also undercuts the promise of an a�erlife:
The The recurrent beauty of summer reflects the hope for salvation, yet our hope is undercut by the withdrawal of beauty in winter. In referring to the "frill" of gentians, Dickinson alludes not only to their appearance at the end of the season, but to the decorative edging on a woman's dress. Such a reference implies that the changeableness of human life, our fickle a�achment to every passing trend, stands in stark contrast to nature's "everlasting fashion." And yet, in relating the close of summer's "miracle" to a merely domestic chore, the speaker divests it of any religious or spiritual significance: the "Symbols" of the mass, its bread and wine, serve as reminders of Christ's body and blood, but they are devoid of actual significance, empty as are the plate and chalice when put away a�er the ritual. The real miracle of creation and transformation takes place in everyday nature , rather than in an a�erlife symbolized by the mass.
In "God made a li�le Gentian" (Fr520), Dickinson transforms the flower from a harbinger of the divine into a metaphor for self-willed artistry. If this lyric was wri�en, according to Franklin, at a period of intense activity around 1863 and shortly before she gave up binding the fascicles, then surely the poet also shows self-determination, a more mature response to the problem of literary influence that she had already confronted with "The Gentian weaves her fringes" (Fr21) in 1858. Having "failed" to come early, the gentian distinguishes the poet's desire to become a writer against more traditional female roles: "It tried -to be a Rose -" (Fr520, line 2). In contrast to the "Rose," with its associations of youth and female sexuality, the gentian forsakes its fabled humility to become instead a siren, a "Purple Creature" that "ravished" the hillside. Dickinson's flower stubbornly holds back until the frosts come as her "condition" for growth and will not bloom unless the "North" invokes her, claiming for herself the power originally given to God as the maker. Spoken in the first person, the last line aligns the speaker closely with the gentian, who invokes God in a way that ironically maintains the fiction of obedience, while she demands subservience: "Creator -Shall I -bloom?"
Wri�en around 1858, several years before she appropriates the gentian's lateblooming grandeur in "God made a li�le Gentian" (Fr520), "The Gentian weaves her fringes" (Fr21) parodies Bryant's "To the Fringed Gentian." In this highly redacted response to his poem, Dickinson satirizes Bryant's willingness to evoke nature as a conduit to spiritual revelation:
The Gentian weaves her fringesThe Maple's loom is red -
My departing blossoms
Obviate parade. Developing a series of analogies that describe the feeling of distance between the wish and its fulfillment, "Distrustful of the Gentian" (Fr26) and "Flees so the phantom meadow" (Fr27) provide a critique of the ease with which we draw moral conclusions about human life. 10 Perhaps skeptical of the faith that the gentian represents and the ascent to heaven predicted in Bryant's poem, the speaker of the first poem turns away from the flower, only to be reminded of her "perfidy" (Fr26) when it does blossom. Unexpectedly, the gentian's arrival confronts the speaker who has resigned herself to loss, and her deliberate breach of faith seems to disappear when the gentian returns. Yet the absence of a friend renews her sense of loss, which she redresses through "singing" -perhaps, as she tells us elsewhere, "as the Boy does by the Burying ground -because I am afraid" (L261).
Similarly, "Flees so the phantom meadow" (Fr27) echoes the mirage that a dying person envisions. Indeed, a number of echoes from Bryant's poem might recur -the "brooks" beside which the gentian grows, the "evening spires" (Fr27) that might resemble Bryant's "cerulean wall," and "Heaven," which the flower regards in "To a Fringed Gentian." But unlike Bryant's speaker, who looks to heaven for consolation, such long-anticipated promises for Dickinson's speaker are always just out of reach -like the hand in a "phantom meadow" (Fr27) that reaches for a "so distant Heaven." (Fr27).
Finally, the radical compression of language, irregularity of stanza structure (she has le� the quatrain behind), and highly compact imagery of the late lyric that begins "The Gentian has a parched Corolla" (Fr1458), imply that for her the gentian has transcended its early interpretation. Like Whi�ier's pressed flower, "Azure dried" refers to the intensification of the flower's scent and color as a result of its aging. It also evokes the herbarium, with its observation and careful, clinical examination, to preserve specimens and deny the ephemeral. "Parched Corolla," with its botanical description of an array of petals, recalls the technical language of Lincoln's botanical handbook as well as the elevation of a crown. Loeffelholz surmises that the casual presentation of this poem might imply that the poet had le� off the exacting work of ordering and identifying the poems in the fascicles (64). Franklin notes that this poem was pinned to a piece of stationery from Austin addressed "To the Old Folks at home" and humorously suggesting a menu for a dinner (Franklin variorum 1278). We might also argue of course that the "buoyant juices" refer to digestion; and several other poems that Franklin dates from this period appear to have been jo�ed down on grocery lists, scraps of paper, and brief notes concerning social dates. 11 If Dickinson meant to respond to Austin's joke that she and her sister were "old folks," she does so by triumphantly asserting the power implied in aging . In contrast to Bryant's poetry as a symbol of spiritual life, Dickinson finds consolation not through religion but through deliberate artistry. Here she refrains from identifying the gentian's sex, perhaps rejecting the tendency among Bryant and other poets to conflate flowers with stereotypical feminine characteristics (Loeffelholz 63) . Rather, the word "Beatified," usually reserved for saints, suggests that death and spiritual glorification arise from the ordinary processes of nature.
12 With its fabled humility, the gentian presents itself to the world without disguise or boastful "vaunt"; its death is not "isolate" but typical. The "sheen" may refer to rain, now evaporated, and to the seasonal cycle, alluded to in "as casual as Rain" (Dickinson provides "innocent" as a variant for "casual," implying that the gentian has retained its integrity, despite the passage of years). Exploiting internal and external rhyme, she highlights the flower's self-dependence and faithful fulfillment of its promise to bloom. With its late arrival, the gentian bears witness to the continuation of all life; it consoles the speaker who is growing older and whose work may perhaps be forgo�en, as Dickinson might well have feared, with its promise of an "Abundant end" to a "Fringed career." "It's Bond it's Friend," like the "Covenant Gentians" (Fr374) of her earlier poems, suggests in the flower's "Fidelity" to the truth that rewards come to those who live long and humbly, and that this knowledge will sustain the speaker from despair.
In reappearing late in her oeuvre and as a reflection of her entire poetic "ca- 
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Emerson, Dickinson, and Others," Lawrence Buell argues that, read as part of the poetic tradition from the revolution to the Civil War, the "experimentalism of Emerson and Dickinson is seen as being not so much a dissent from the poetic norms created by mainstream poetry as a creative elaboration of those norms" (107).
9. Among the poems included in this fascicle are "He strained my faith -" (Fr366), "Those fair -fictitious people -" (Fr369), and "This World is not conclusion." (Fr373).
10. The composition of both poems (or their copying) into fascicle 1 may have been in short succession, suggesting that the poems were linked in the poet's mind.
11. A survey of the poems dating from 1877 in Franklin's edition reveals that the poet wrote several times on paper that made references to food: "Lunch for Tizzie" appears on the paper with "Summer has two Beginnings" (Fr1457); "Corn" and "Wheat" on stationery with "She laid her docile Crescent down" (Fr1453A); and "Ice Cream" on a piece of stationery with "How Human Nature dotes" (Fr1440).
12. For another suggestive reading of "The Gentian has a parched Corolla" in the context of other poems about Indian summer, see Adam Sweeting, . Although he contends that the consolation promised by the gentian is "a purposeless return to life" (149), one could also argue that Dickinson's gentian poems reflect a renewal of life -her sense of fulfillment as a result of writing poetry, regardless of whether or not it would be recognized in print.
